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This story includes mention of the disease of drug addiction, including homelessness and recovery, and one parent's difficult decision to stop enabling their drug-addicted adult child. These issues are all off-page and are only mentioned as a means of character development. However, there is a scene where a secondary character receives his 12-year chip at an NA meeting.
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Chapter One | Peter
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Peter had a secret. It had nothing to do with his thriving real estate business or the many close friendships he'd developed over the years. Nothing that simple. Even his rocky childhood wasn't a secret. He openly shared the tragedies that had shaped his life. This secret—it was something buried deep inside his soul. Something he could never let out into the world.

It was the kind of secret that could tear his carefully constructed reality into pieces.

His love for his wife, Louise, had been real, but he'd had other thoughts running around in his head the whole thirty-seven years he'd been married to her. He'd never shared them with anyone.

How could he? He wasn't even sure he hadn't made them up somehow. The life he'd had with Louise had been difficult. It was no wonder his mind had wandered.

After they were first married, they'd tried for years to have children. Naturally and through in vitro fertilization. Through it all, he hadn't even been sure he wanted to have kids. The thought of having a family, a whole group of people relying on him terrified him. Plus, it didn't match with the dreams of a different kind of life that he often fantasized about for himself.

Louise had been desperate for children. Almost to the point of being obsessed with the life she saw herself leading with him. The plan had been for Louise to be a stay-at-home mom. She'd never pursued a career of her own. After five years of trying to conceive, they'd adopted a son. It only partially fulfilled the life Louise wanted. She still longed for a child of her own.

They'd kept trying.

It wasn't to be.

Through their years together, they'd dealt with numerous hardships. Miscarriages, bouts of extreme depression for them both, a house fire where they lost everything, and bankruptcy.

The bankruptcy. They had lost their home for a second time.

Then their sweet son, Samuel, at the age of seventeen, got himself hooked on heroin and fentanyl. Samuel hadn't even finished high school when he went to his first rehabilitation center. He had four relapses until he finally broke free of the destructive drugs' clutches.

Now Louise was gone; uterine cancer. And his life was his own again. His son was thirty-two, living a life of his own. In recovery twelve years. Married with children. The whole package.

Peter had never imagined he would be a grandfather one day. And he was a good one. He doted on those kids, Michael and Julie. He was all in, whether babysitting, taking them out to the park, or attending their soccer games. Those children and their parents were his life.

But after Louise's death, he'd wandered aimlessly in his thoughts. Not able to hold a string of them cohesively in his head. His relationship with his family had stumbled.

They had given him space while he worked through his grief. And the grief was deep. He'd known Louise since he was eighteen years old. Louise, sixteen. They'd spent a lifetime together. The chasm in his heart had been broad enough to swallow him whole.

His work had suffered. His friendships had suffered. His apathy soon had friends drifting away from him. All except one. His best friend Maxwell Carter. They'd known each other since middle school. Got themselves in a good amount of trouble in their youth. Sneaking out for midnight bike rides to toilet paper bullies' houses. Smoking cigarettes out back of Maxwell's shed. Setting off a small explosion in their chemistry lab. Drinking rum in the tent his parents had let them set up in the backyard until they were sick all over the lawn. They'd been terrors.

They'd also been there for each other no matter what. Maxwell had been by his side throughout Louise's battle with cancer. He'd been a sounding board for Peter's anguish. He'd provided counsel when he'd been struggling with what would happen after she was gone. The nuts and bolts in the aftermath of someone passing away.

Most importantly, he'd been a shoulder to cry on.

Not once had Maxwell turned him away. Said he was in the middle of something. There was no phone back later or come back tomorrow. Maxwell had dropped everything when Peter needed him. Much to the chagrin of Maxwell's wife. His worst ill-timing? Maxwell had made his apologies and ducked out of their wedding anniversary dinner because Peter had phoned him in tears.

Peter turned off his computer. He still felt bad about that. He knew when their wedding anniversary was. He had been Maxwell's best man. It had slipped his mind in his moment of distress. Maxwell had shown up at his door, led him to the sofa, and held him while he cried.

That had been ten months ago. His heart was healing.

Life was returning to normal.

He pulled on his coat. He was running late. Tonight was his son's recovery birthday. He'd be receiving his twelve-year chip. Family and friends were invited to attend. It would only take him twenty minutes to get to the church basement where the ceremony would be held.

He had eighteen minutes.

The winter sun was long gone, and the roads were slick with ice. But his Range Rover had little trouble getting him to his destination safely. His business as a real estate agent had turned around ten years back. He'd made a name for himself through hard work and a bit of luck. Big-ticket sellers had started to seek him out to sell their properties. The money started rolling in after that. Now he had a crew of assistants that made his life a lot easier. They'd been the only thing holding his business together while he mourned the loss of his wife.

By chance, the meeting was late to start. Peter had enough time to grab a coffee and find his seat beside Samuel and his wife Laurel.

"Nick of time, Dad," Samuel said.

"Paperwork."

Samuel reached across Laurel, smiled, and patted Peter's knee. "Glad you made it."

"Wouldn't miss it." Peter flashed Samuel what he hoped was an expression of pride. Samuel leaned back and Peter caught sight of the man on the other side of him. Ryan. Maxwell's son. Their two sons had been inseparable from the time they were both in diapers.

He and Maxwell had nothing on the trouble Samuel and Ryan had gotten themselves into. Amongst other antics, fifteen years old, they had borrowed Maxwell's car and driven to the Okanagan. Their excuse: they wanted to go swimming somewhere hot.

It had been Ryan who alerted Peter to Samuel's addiction. He'd been so worried about his best friend that he risked their lifelong friendship to ensure Samuel received help. Samuel had been aggressively angry at Ryan for many months. With time, they'd worked it out and gone back to being each other's safe place.

Next to Ryan sat another man. Ryan kept turning to talk to him. Samuel kept leaning across Ryan to be in on the conversation. Peter recognized the man.

Danny Miller. A young, energetic real estate agent who had taken the market by storm. He hadn't realized Samuel had become friends with him. He must know him through Ryan.

The meeting started with the opening readings. The chairperson said they'd be foregoing a topic to leave enough time to celebrate a significant birthday.

They dimmed the lights and launched straight into sharing after that.

Peter looked in the direction of each voice and listened to the stories unfolding. Stories of heartache: loss of family and friends. Stories of hardship: homelessness and violence. Stories of hope: recovery and reconnection. At times, Peter was brought to tears.

He shifted in his seat as the lights were brought back up. The man he knew was Samuel's sponsor Jacob took the floor. Samuel jumped to his feet, grinning, to stand beside him.

Jacob's words took Peter on a roller coaster of emotions. He'd heard the story before, but each time he bore witness to the details of the struggle his son had fought through to make his way to recovery, it tore at his heart. They were important words. The types of words that would give those gathered in that room some optimism, that they could turn their lives around.

Samuel spoke next.

His son was an inspiration.

There had come a time when Samuel couldn't remain in their family home. The fighting, the slurring and nodding off, the destruction—the chaos. Peter looked at his hands. His kind, intelligent, creative baby boy had been given no choice but to find refuge in the city's shelters while waiting for his next trip to rehab. The guilt still haunted him. But Maxwell, a drug and alcohol counselor had explained to him that Samuel needed to desperately want recovery before he had any chance of reaching it. Protecting him at home was just enabling his addiction.

The pride poured out of Peter. The man speaking of his recovery was strong, resilient, and confident. He'd known three versions of his son. The carefree, innocent child. The young man in the depths of addiction and misery. And this man striding forward through life.

This man here—this was the son he liked best.

He clapped with thundering force as Samuel was handed his twelve-year chip.

The meeting closed out and most people made their way to the door. Some stayed behind to congratulate Samuel, including his son's best friend.

Ryan turned from Samuel and spotted Peter. As usual, he was full of enthusiasm and a glimmer of glee. Few things could throw Ryan off his naturally sunny disposition.

He reached forward.

"Mr. Anderson," Ryan said as he shook Peter's hand. "Nice to see you here."

"Wouldn't miss it."

"Thought you'd be working on that Sanderson sale."

"They decided to think about the purchase of the property overnight."

Ryan winked at him. "Famous last words. I've worked with them before. Six in the morning ... awoken by a call from them. Christmas Day another time."

Peter smirked. The Sandersons did have a reputation in the real estate world of Victoria, BC. A world Ryan belonged to. Ryan had always been interested in what his best friend Samuel's dad did for a living. He thought it was glamorous. The allure of expensive cars and suits, driving rich rich clients who were looking for their next multi-million-dollar property.

He'd been swept up in the illusion.

Ryan had done well enough for himself as a mid-level agent. Enough to support a family along with his wife. They had three children. Two, five, and eight. They were a handful.

The man that had been sitting on Ryan's left approached them.

"Danny." Peter extended his arm, hand open. Ryan returned to Samuel's side.

Danny shook his hand. "Peter."

Now, Danny was living the high-end dream. Upscale house, lavish lifestyle, and an endless string of men on his arm. Danny had the intellect and sales savvy to turn a sour deal sweet. A rocky one smooth. An impossible one lucrative. Plus, he had the looks. People were drawn to him.

Danny was gorgeous. With his neatly trimmed dark hair and sexy, stubble beard ... Danny was pure sex in a well-tailored suit.

Even Peter had to admit that.

That damned secret of Peter's resurfaced as he looked at Danny. Over the years, he'd spent hours walking the back streets—just looking. His desire nearly drove him to approach the men gathered there looking for dates. Danny was far braver than he could ever be.

It was no secret Danny was gay.

"I hadn't realized Samuel was your son," Danny said.

"I hadn't realized you knew him."

"We met through Ryan."

"Thought that might be the case." Peter crossed his arms. "Have you known Samuel long?"

"Quite a few years. We met at Ryan's engagement party. He was very upfront about being two years into his recovery." Danny chuckled. "I tried to buy him a drink."

Peter wasn't sure what to say to that. Had Danny tried to pick up his son? They looked as though they were about the same age. Samuel had met his future wife at that party.

"Glad you're here to support him," Peter said.

"He's been a good friend. Puts up with my crap."

Danny didn't seem like the kind of guy who would have crap to put up with. He acted so put together. And his reputation was impeccable. He was a powerful force in the real estate industry.

"Better get back to him." Danny smiled at Peter. "It was nice chatting with you."

"Yeah, ah ... you too."

That was the best he could come up with to say. Danny's smile had disarmed him. Flustered him. Danny meant it when he smiled at you. There was no pretending for the sake of being friendly. The curve of his lips was accompanied by an alluring gleam in his stunning hazel eyes.

Peter's secret bounced around in his mind.

And he didn't know what the hell to do with it.
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Chapter Two | Danny
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Danny tucked his hands into the pockets of his suit pants and turned back to Samuel. This was his day. He was incredibly proud of his friend. Twelve years. Ten years since they'd met.

He pounded Samuel's back with the flat of his hand.

"Okay, buddy ... I gotta go. Congrats again."

Samuel turned and hugged him. "Thanks for coming."

Danny smirked. "Had nowhere else to be. Slow night."

"Off on the prowl after this?" Samuel stepped away and smiled.

"It is Saturday night after all."

"I'd offer to be your wingman, but I'm not in the mood to be groped by some guy." He hooked a thumb in his wife's direction. "Plus, Laurel might disapprove if I liked it."

"Leaves more groping for me."

Samuel crossed his arms. "Be careful."

Danny patted Samuel's cheek. "Always am."

"You off to that real estate convention next week?"

"Yeah." Danny sighed. "Not looking forward to it."

"You're upset about going to Las Vegas? Wish I could go."

"Pretty sure high school schoolteachers weren't invited." Danny's phone buzzed in his pocket. He lifted it out and looked at the screen. "Duty calls. Maybe I'll see you tomorrow."

Danny slipped into business mode as he answered the call. One of his fellow agents had an offer for a 2.4 million dollar home Danny had listed. He should be able to wrap up the negotiations before he had to catch a plane to Las Vegas on Monday morning.

His Saturday night was likely ruined, though.

He slipped into his Mercedes SUV and brought the engine to life. He turned off the radio and turned on the heat. "What number are we starting with?"

It was still dark when Danny opened his eyes. He rolled over. Saturday night hadn't been a complete bust. He'd headed to his clients' and waited for the offer from the buyer's agent. His clients countered. The buyer's counteroffer had come back an hour later. His client had accepted.

The rest could be done in the morning.

He'd headed for the closest gay bar.

"Hey," the blond bombshell beside him whispered. Tommy. They'd slept together before maybe five months back. He was fun to play with. Nothing more. Danny hadn't been in a committed relationship for almost six years. He had no intention of starting now.

Dominique had brought him nothing but heartache. Shattered every confidence he had in investing his heart in what he thought was a loving relationship. Dominique had cheated on him. Multiple times. At no time had they agreed to an open relationship, but Dominque had been treating what they had together as if they'd talked it through and agreed to one.

His excuse: he was a free spirit that shouldn't be contained.

Danny stroked Tommy's chin then moved closer. He took Tommy's lips with his own. This here—this is what he loved now. The spark of desire as it fired up in one's belly. He ran his fingers into Tommy's hair and deepened the kiss. Tommy's hand came to rest on his bare hip.

And they were off to the races.

When they finished, they were sweaty and heaving—and laughing.

Tommy really was fun.

"Dude, that was awesome," Tommy said and slapped his hand to his forehead. After a few moments of silence, he sat up. "But I have to head out. I have to work in the morning."

"Still at Café Espresso?"

"I'm managing it now."

"Nice."

"Great seeing you again, Danny." Tommy pulled on his underwear after he located them on the floor. His pants were next to cover his sleek, muscular frame. "Can I call you?"

Danny sighed. He hated to do this to the guy. They'd had fun. Conversation and sex. Who knew what else he'd discover under that charm and sexy blond hair? He'd never know.

"Let's leave it to chance," Danny answered. "I'm sure we'll run into each other again."

Tommy furrowed his brow. "Sure ... yeah."

Danny pulled the sheet over his face when he heard his front door close behind Tommy. The silk material smelled of sweat and sex. He just wanted to hide from the world.

Sleep didn't find him again. He was too wired from his night of fulfilling a handful of his desires. 7 am, he padded to the kitchen and started the coffee pot. It felt like a pancake morning.

He pulled the fridge open. And bacon.

Then he'd hit the gym.

Coffee and food filling his gut, he headed downstairs to his home gym. His trainer would be arriving in 5 minutes. He hoped he hadn't eaten too much. Sometimes, his trainer would go hard on him. Try to break him. The sound of the sliding glass door meant she had arrived.

He silenced his phone.

"Ready, princess?" she asked as she strode into the gym.

Damn.

It was going to be one of her more brutal sessions. She had Danny tuned like an Olympic athlete. He appreciated that. The men he slept with appreciated that. At thirty-four, he was as fit as someone ten years younger. She started him on the treadmill.

He could run for miles, and she knew it. Despite the speed and incline, he powered through. She finally released him and moved him on to free weights. His muscles were burning with each repetition. She watched him with that glint in her eye that scared him to death.

She tapped him on the shoulder.

"Squats. Three-ninety. Three sets. Twelve reps."

Jeezus. She's trying to kill me.

Danny loaded on the weights. He was starting to regret his hearty breakfast. But he managed. She would never push him further than he was capable of lifting. She was brutal but she was also a professional. She had been on the USA Olympic weightlifting team for two games running.

He completed the reps.

"You had enough?"

"Yes, ma'am."

She threw a towel at him. "Do some cooling down and stretches."

Danny dropped the weights to the floor. He pulled the towel off his shoulder and sat on the mat. The stretching felt good. He let his heart rate slow before heading to the shower room.
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